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Creolizing the Caribbean 'Coolie': A Biopolitical Reading of Indian Indentured Labourers and the Ethnoclass Hierarchy i
From the 19 th Century, the term "coolie" has become synonymous with people who migrated to work as indentured labourers in the Caribbean and Americas, and the descendants of these labourers. The term itself is inherently transnational, projective and ambiguous, as Moon-Ho Jung has observed: "coolies were never a people or a legal category. Rather, coolies were a conglomeration of racial imaginings that emerged worldwide in the era of slave emancipation, a product of the imaginers rather than the imagined" (Jung 2006: 5) . The period of the transatlantic coolie trade extends from approximately the early 1840s to the 1920s. In areas of the Americas where any native inhabitants had been almost entirely eradicated, the term coolie came to signify those people who had arrived after the abolition of slavery, and who were neither African nor European in ethnic origin. As a result, groups of migrating people who reached the Americas of Chinese, Malaysian, Korean and Indian origin all became known as coolies;
it is the latter group"s arrival in the Francophone Caribbean which will form the focus of the present analysis.
Exploring the etymology of the word coolie uncovers a set of overlapping racial and economic definitions, revealing a great deal about the ways in which these groups of migrating human beings were regarded. The most helpful exploration of the term is found in the work of a scholar of Chinese history and politics, Robert L. Irick, who himself refers back to a definition provided by Samuel Couling in 1917. Irick quotes Couling at some length: "The origin of the word is variously given, (i) Hindi, Koli, a race in India;
(ii) Tamil, Kuli, wages; (iii) Turkish, Kuli, a slave. The name given by foreigners to Chinese laborers, navvies, menials, etc." (Irick 1977: 2-3) . Irick goes on to cite the Encyclopaedia Britannica to provide further evidence for the term"s Indian origins: "koli or kulo, an aboriginal race of western India; or perhaps from Tamil kúli" (Irick 1977: 3) .
The Hindi term kulī is still used to the present day to refer to a labourer or porter. Irick"s discussion establishes itself as one of the most complete explorations of the term as he directly addresses the term"s transnational valence (the French Trésor de la langue française, for example, privileges the Chinese association rather than the Indian connection ii ), noting that it has been translated into the Chinese terms Hua kung or chutsai, the first meaning "Chinese labourers", and the second "human pigs" (Irick 1977: 4) .
Irick is unequivocal about the degraded status of these labourers, noting that the Chinese coolie trade was "intended to and does in most respects equate to a slave trade in Chinese labourers" (Irick 1977: 5-6 ).
The presence of the coolie labourers disturbs a number of received truths about post-emancipation Caribbean -and European -societies. In the French context, the 1848 abolition of slavery, spearheaded by Victor Schoelcher in his capacity as Under-Secretary of State for the Marine and the Colonies, was heralded as the triumph of liberté, égalité and fraternité, and as the inevitable consequence of French Republicanism ideology.
These values had previously led to slavery"s abolition, in 1794, during the early phases of revolutionary zeal in France, before Napoleon infamously reinstated slavery in 1802, and revolutionary principles bowed to economic logic. An analysis of the situation of the coolies reveals, for a second time, a historical moment when the great rhetorical principles which ushered in the definitive abolition of slavery in France are applied selectively, rather than universally, as it becomes evident that the governing principles at work in the practice of indentureship are economic, rather than humanitarian. Schoelcher himself vociferously condemned the practice, commenting in 1885 that:
L"immigrant actuel n"est pas un homme ayant des droits civils. Il est réduit à l"état de mineur ne pouvant rien par lui-même. Mal nourri, mal vêtu, maltraité, frappé, il n"a pas le droit de porter plainte devant les tribunaux. Franchement, quelle différence y a-t-il entre un esclave et un engagé de cette sorte? (Schoelcher 1885) The parallel between indenture and slavery traced by Schoelcher is compelling. The systematic dehumanization and animalization inherent both in the treatment of these migrant workers, and in the very evolution of the term coolie, combined with the burgeoning global financial systems which led to the transportation of hundreds of thousands of coolie workers, invite a new biopolitical reading of the depiction of the Indian indentured labourers who became known as coolies.
Biopolitics, 'Bare Life' and the Ethnoclass Hierarchy
Biopolitics offers a set of theories with which to study the new forms and ideologies of community in an increasingly interconnected and complex world, with particular attention to cultural identity, relation and hybridity, from the government of populations examined by Foucault, to the politics of migration and diaspora. Life.
In the figure of homo sacer (sacred man), Agamben revisits an archaic Roman legal concept which referred to a person who could be killed with impunity; a person who was banned from the politico-legal community and reduced to the status of mere physical existence. Agamben urges that homo sacer is still relevant to our era, as the figure represents "bare life", which he theorizes as life which "may be killed and yet not sacrificed" [original emphasis] (Agamben 1998: 8) . Using this figure to draw a distinction between zoē, bare life, and bíos, political existence, Agamben argues that homo sacer is human life excluded from the protection of the law, and draws on examples from medieval times, through to Holocaust victims and contemporary asylum seekers, to illustrate the concept. Agamben also develops homo sacer in order to discuss "the camp", which he defines as "the space that is opened when the state of exception begins to become the rule" [original emphasis] (Agamben 1998: 169) . This has proved highly influential in political science, particularly in the wake of post-9/11 politics and the creation of a more modern kind of biopolitical camp in the Caribbean, Guantanamo
Bay.
In particular, turning to a Francophone postcolonial context, Agamben explores the example of the imploring child visible in 1990s fundraising posters for the victims of the Rwandan genocide, a figure he reads as the "cipher of bare life" (Agamben 1998: 133).
The defenceless infant stands for bare life, as it is representative of groups which are, without any doubt, being killed. Yet western hegemonic political discourse cannot condone any such killing: the child"s life cannot be seen to be knowingly sacrificed. For
Agamben, this child "may well be the most telling contemporary cipher of bare life that humanitarian organizations, in perfect symmetry with state power, need" (Agamben 1998: 133-34) . Implicit in these structures of power is a hollow parallelism, as "a humanitarianism separated from politics cannot fail to reproduce the isolation of sacred life at the basis of sovereignty" (Agamben 1998: 134) . Politics and humanitarianism are required to work together towards the same objectives for any meaningful change to be enacted; otherwise the display and recognition of vulnerability becomes a falsely reassuring shorthand, which might prompt charitable donations, but which does not by any means ensure longer-term political intervention.
Biopolitics in general, and Agamben"s arguments about "bare life" in particular, offer an important framework with which to read the numerous ways in which race and violence are connected in fictional, historical and anthropological writing about coolies, allowing specific attention to be paid to strategies of dehumanization. Biopolitics operates at a global level through the governance of populations, as well as at a local level through the development of the ethnoclass hierarchy in plantation society.
Harnessing biopolitics as a manner of reading literature and history in a transnational mode raises and addresses fundamental questions about why and how bodies are reduced to the precarious status of "bare life", a status which simultaneously acknowledges that life should not be sacrificed, while placing it in conditions which render it at its most vulnerable. This entails a reconsideration of why and how bodies are moved, transported, put to work, encouraged or discouraged to reproduce, and ultimately disposed of.
The French Caribbean Ethnoclass Hierarchy
In her major study of creolization in the French Caribbean, Doris Garraway demonstrates how, in the colonial era, métissage was not only the site of fear, desire, rape and colonial fantasy, but also had dimensions which she terms "biopolitical", attributing such dimensions to "the conflict between the interracial sexual libertinage of the ruling elite and the threat posed by a proliferating mixed-race population that contested white claims to superiority" (Garraway 2005a: 247) . Mixed-race sexual encounters led to the development of the ethnoclass hierarchy, a structure which continues to influence This systematic biopolitical practice of naming groups of people after animals, and thereby consecrating their status as being outside humanity, is a pronounced feature of métissage in the Caribbean. It is indicative of the namers" (i.e. the white Europeans") mania for inferiorizing non-white groups through extended categorization, the act of naming becoming a manner of controlling these groups and permanently reminding them of their subaltern position in the dominant power structures. Given the population imbalance between the dominant white group and the increasing non-white population, this means of control was important both psychologically and legally, as a method of defining (and minimizing) the legal status of people of mixed race. In so doing, the narrative appears to be challenging the rhetoric of victimization: this is a text which demonstrates that no race holds the monopoly of suffering. In addition, the novel is particularly significant for the ways in which it develops an understanding of colonialism as a transnational world system, providing biopolitical insights about who has power over bodies, while also raising uncomfortable questions about the value, both monetary and metaphorical, of human lives in a capitalist world system.
The occupants of the cargo hold endure a terrible storm as they round the Cape of Good Hope, their below-deck suffering rapidly giving way to abject terror. This storm scene has a literary precedent in a turn-of-the-century short story by Joseph Conrad, "Typhoon", set onboard a coolie ship carrying Chinese workers. The short story exemplifies the dehumanization of the ship"s human cargo, and its climax is the eponymous typhoon, yet as description after description follows of the coolies attempting to survive every pitch and roll of the ship, crammed below deck, their determination to survive and the narrative"s lingering attention to the injuries they endure undermine the constant affirmations that they are a sub-human race. Conrad and Confiant both remind the reader that human life repeatedly resists attempts to reduce it to a monetary value.
When Adhiyamân"s family eventually arrives in Martinique, they discover the harsh reality of plantation life. In addition, they must endure the disdain of the black workers. In Confiant"s text, the reasons for this disdain are manifold -in part, it can be ascribed to jealousy at the arrival of new groups whose physical appearance seems more attractive, provoking a racist reaction amongst the black community. Furthermore, African Caribbeans regard the coolies as upholding the capitalist system of plantation exploitation which, in a post-abolition society, these newly emancipated black citizens are trying to challenge:
[…] certains n"hésitaient pas à incendier les champs de canne à la veille de la récolte. Le temps-esclavage est fini, ressassaient-ils chaque fois qu"un géreur ou un commandeur leur faisait une remarque. Tandis Confiant frames African Caribbean racism towards Indian coolies as a politico-economic reaction, because their passivity and labour uphold the existing status quo of béké rule.
After Adhiyamân and Devi"s marriage eventually breaks down and she is left a single parent, it is significant that she embarks on a new mixed-race relationship with a black union leader who is organizing strikes against the békés. At the close of the novel, she is pregnant with his baby, and her adopted son Vinesh has embarked on his own mixed-race relationship with a black woman, Firmine. In turn, this sugar mill machinery cannot exist without its own double, the sugar-cane plantation, which the narrator terms "la soeur siamoise de l"Usine" ( The workers -both black and coolie -appear to be part of a rhythmic, giant machine, working in perfect synchronization. Confiant"s depictions of the plantation and sugar-mill are strongly reminiscent of the Cuban author and theorist Antonio Benítez-Rojo"s observations in The Repeating Island of the "Plantation" machine, "capitalized to indicate not just the presence of plantations but also the type of society that results from their use and abuse" (Benítez-Rojo 1996: 9). He adopts the notion of the "machine" from Deleuze and Guattari, employing it to draw attention to capitalist world systems and the fundamental role played by the Caribbean in global affairs throughout modern history.
His reading is particularly illuminating as to the biopolitical dimensions of this Plantation machine, the "mercantilist laboratory" of Europe (Benítez-Rojo 1996: 5) which required the mass transportation of "no fewer than ten million African slaves and thousands of coolies (from India, China, and Malaysia)" (Benítez-Rojo 1996: 9) to fuel a system characterized by a "rapid dynamic" and an "intense measure of exploitation" (Benítez-Rojo 1996: 42). Without directly using the term biopolitics, Benítez-Rojo and Confiant highlight the new kinds of biopolitical societies which emerged under slavery, focusing on the exploitative disregard for human life which accompanied the nascent, flourishing capitalist world-system.
The technique of doubling is also present in the depiction of race. The narrative describes the similarities between the caste system which the Indians had observed in India, and the ethnoclass hierarchy which they discover in Martinique:
Au fond, le monde créole était pareil au nôtre avec ses castes et ses interdits, c"est-à-dire tout en haut, les Békés-brahmanes, au milieu les mulâtres-vaishya, en bas les Nègres-shudra et encore plus bas, nous autres, les Indiens-parias […] sauf qu"aucune divinité n"en avait, comme en Inde, décidé ainsi. Ou plutôt, ici, dans ce pays, l"Etre Immense était la canne à sucre. (p. 197) Once again, the text draws attention to the way race is used as an ordering and hierarchical concept to draw parallels between the situation of the coolie and the nègre.
However, there is an important difference. Whereas Indian castes are "divine", the ethnoclass hierarchy in the Caribbean is a man-made financial, biopolitical creation.
Again, this recalls the financial aspect observed by Maignan-Claverie in her definition of ethnoclasses as coming into existence when "l"idéologie coloriste, corollaire du système économique de la Plantation et du commerce du sucre devient prépondérante" (full quotation already provided above). This biopolitical conceptualization of the ethnoclass hierarchy as a phenomenon created and sustained by agricultural exploitation on the plantation renders capitalism"s role unmistakable -sugar is king, or even a blasphemous "Etre Immense", and all those in the ethnoclass hierarchy must bow to it.
La Panse du chacal narrates a journey which commences in India and ends in the Caribbean. Echoing the words of Schoelcher, the narrative is quite clear that indentureship is slavery under another name and the coolie figure may be read as a cipher of bare life;
despite the promise of a return to India, the economic system is shown time and again to be biased against the coolie worker, who often falls into the plantation owner"s debt and is consequently forced to re-indenture himself. The novel depicts the exploitation of coolie migrants, the racial confrontation and appalling economic situation which awaits them in Martinique, before working through a series of processes of doubling, to create an identification between the destiny of the transported African and the coolie. There is, then, a certain cultural "rapprochement" at work in La Panse du chacal, whose novel is written under the sign of créolité, and steeped in the movement"s belief in the liberating potential of an increased cultural celebration of métissage. This becomes all the more pronounced in the final pages, as the narrator describes the as yet unborn child of Devi and her black partner as "ce fils de l"Inde et de l"Afrique qui ne pourrait se réclamer que d"un seul pays: la Martinique" (p. 344). The narrator thus predicts that métissage will begin to break down racial and cultural barriers and that this mixed-race "coolie noir" will be as Martinican as any other ethnic group. Yet the analysis of a second, earlier text about the Francophone Caribbean coolie experience in the mid-twentieth century will challenge the optimistic créoliste reading of métissage.
Le Petit Coolie noir by Maurice Virassamy
Maurice Virassamy"s Le Petit Coolie noir was published in 1972, and has long been neglected by critics, despite its status as one of the first Francophone Caribbean works to examine the coolies" situation. The Martinican author Virassamy uses the genre of the récit d'enfance, or childhood memoir, to voice the experiences of a child whose family has both Indian and African ancestry: termed a "coolie noir". Mixed-race unions of this nature can be found across the Caribbean, and in Anglophone areas, the term "dougla" is used to describe mixed-race Caribbean people of both African and Indian descent (in contrast, the Francophone Caribbean has not developed a specific term for this kind of métissage). Dougla can be traced to Hindi, where it refers to inter-caste mixing and has pejorative connotations, which to an extent abide in the Anglophone Caribbean usage of the term. However, in a rare consideration of the potential, both ontological and metaphorical, of the term for Francophone Caribbean identity discourses, Mehta (2010:
7-8) calls for a reconsideration of the status of the dougla in order to redress "the lack of cultural and theoretical "intimacy" between Indians and Africans."
Maurice"s childhood contradicts Confiant"s optimistic ending in La Panse du chacal, which concludes in early 20th century Martinique with the implication that mixed-race relationships will lead to mixed-race children who are all equally Creole, suggesting divisions will be gradually eroded with each new generation. In stark contrast to Confiant"s optimistic view of métissage, Virassamy"s discussion of his 1940s childhood focuses on the racism he encounters precisely due to his mixed-race identity.
The "petit coolie noir", Maurice, who narrates his life story, finds himself at the bottom of the complex socio-ethnic hierarchy, and the treatment he receives reveals a number of dehumanizing strategies at work.
The text opens with a brief scene set in France. An argument with Anna, a jealous lover, angers Maurice to the point of physical violence, and he strikes her. Yet he is shocked when rather than criticizing him -justly -for his violence, his lover reproaches him with the racial slur "sale nègre" (p. 14). This incident triggers other, latent memories of the racism to which he was subjected during his childhood in the island he refers to as Madinina (an Amerindian word for Martinique). In childhood, Maurice recalls, the situation was reversed, because unlike Anna, the African Caribbean population of Martinique viewed him as other, an outsider, who emphatically did not belong to the racial group of the "nègre". He comments that there, he had to endure the racial taunt "coolie mangé chien" because of his "origine aux trois quarts hindoue" (pp. 14-15). His violent outburst towards Anna leads the narrator to acknowledge that he has been psychologically scarred by his experiences of racism in his native island. Her words remind him that his mixed-race identity means that the two ethnic groups with which he most often comes into contact -African Caribbean and white -both react to him with hostility which he must bear "sans pouvoir jamais bénéficier du mérite éventuel d"un quelconque rameau ethnique de l"humanité" rendering him a racially indeterminate scapegoat: "voici que des flèches blanches, destinées à mes anciens tortionnaires mentaux, étaient également dirigées contre moi" (p. 15).
Thus opens a protracted reflection on the psychopathology of racism and its roots in childhood. As a mixed-race "coolie-noir", Maurice is repeatedly rejected by his black
Caribbean compatriots, and his situation in no way mitigated by his African ancestry.
This is exemplified when the narrator comments that, at school, his black peers automatically expect him to lose in playground fights:
Psychologiquement, je partais avec un gros handicap car les gens disaient que jamais un coolie n"avait battu un nègre. J"avais certes 20% [sic] de la race noire en moi, mais à leurs yeux, j"étais à jamais diminué par mon côté hindou. (pp. 61-62)
The child"s very decision to apportion his racial identity into 20% "blackness" and 80%
"Indianness" is in itself indicative of how deeply ingrained the ethnoclass hierarchy continues to be in 1940s Martinique. Moreover, it appears a purposefully complex division, as one coolie grand-parent would result in 25%, not 20%, black identity -is this the narrator acknowledging that his black ancestor was herself not racially "pure"? Or is it a typographical error, given that in the avant-propos, Maurice has defined himself as three-quarters coolie? In any case, the very inclusion of such percentages is reminiscent of Moreau de Saint-Méry"s 18 th -century racial discourse, and the child"s evident conditioning to equate certain racial identities with superiority or inferiority is highly troubling.
The mixed-race coolie noir is always the racial outsider: rather than benefiting from two cultural groups with whom he can identify, he most often feels completely insecure about any of his heritage. When he visits Indian relatives, it is his African heritage which causes him to feel inadequate:
Cela m"ennuyait un peu, parce qu"on m"avait tellement traité de coolie, que j"étais gêné de me trouver parmi d"autres coolies et, qui plus est, de pure souche. Ils avaient de beaux cheveux noirs et plats et des traits fins.
Je me serais sans doute plu parmi eux sans ce satané complexe. (p. 63)
Repeatedly inferiorized and insulted ("traité de coolie"), the narrator has now internalized his own inferiority. His descriptions of his Indian relatives echo colonial racist clichés in their subtle, implied denigration of black African features, as the narrator now finds his Indian family are more closely aligned with western notions of beauty. Maurice is unable to identify with any racial group, an outsider even in his own family.
Maurice begins to view the racism of the African Caribbean community towards coolies as symptomatic of the inhumanity to which they themselves had been subjected.
He decides that the origins of this racism lie both in the historical past of slavery and:
[…] la notion aggravante de races prétendues inférieures. Certes il ne me fut pas donné dans mon enfance d"assister au spectacle du knout s"abattant sur (pp. 184-85) This abandoned chamber is another marker of the most extreme biopolitical control, a thanatopolitical device built to facilitate the murder of both mother and unborn child, which stands as a horrific physical monument to the inhumanity of slavery. In addition, it underscores how women, under plantation slavery, were repeatedly reduced to a sexual function, subjected to sexual violence and rape. This sexual function also rendered the woman all the more vulnerable, as in this case, when a pregnancy leads to murder. The account is not softened for the ears of a child, and it presents the slave woman"s body as sexually accessible and, along with her unborn child, ultimately expendable for the white master. Unusually for récits d'enfance, here it is the child"s father (not the mother or grandmother) who plays a significant role in transmitting this traumatic memory, and with it, initiating the child into the horror of the slave past. Most strikingly, there is no discussion at all of indentureship or of how and why the Indian community came to be in 
What constitutes 'un roman indien'?
The experimental psychologist Juliette Sméralda-Amon, author of a major study on Indian immigration to the Antilles, has commented that Le Petit Coolie noir "n"est pas Le Petit Coolie noir is also highly significant for its depiction of gender attitudes, as it highlights the plight of the coolie woman. Early in the narrative, Maurice describes how his father beats his mother, focusing on his mother"s suffering through the inclusion of harrowing detail. During these regular beatings at the hands of her inebriated husband, his mother would emit, "une plainte étouffée, une sorte de grognement sourd, qui nous serrait le coeur. Quand le silence de maman durait trop, nous étions effrayés à l"idée de sa mort" (p. 83). For the child, his mother"s precarious life is symbolized when, during a holiday walk, he is the only one in his family to notice when she slips and almost falls into a river while heavily pregnant: "Témoin invisible de ce banal incident qui eût pu lui coûter la vie, je venais de voir en raccourci l"image même de la vie de ma mère, faite Maurice finds himself drawn to preferring one racial identity over another: thus the idea that his Indian heritage might actually be more illustrious than his black heritage is seductive. He is still trapped in a manner of thinking that consciously seeks to understand the world through notions of ethnic superiority.
The dawning realization that, rather than being trapped and restricted by the confines of his native island, his identity can be understood through reference to diaspora, alters Maurice"s understanding of his place in the world. At the novel"s close, Maurice is increasingly aware of a pan-Caribbean Indian identity through an encounter with some Indian men born in Trinidad who sing, in English, "I want to go back to India" (p. 209).
However, interestingly, he does not advocate such a return: "La solution à tous les problèmes qui m"opposaient aux gens du pays n"est sans doute pas à un retour aux diverses sources et une démarche dans ce sens n"aurait pour résultat que de diviser le pays en autant de clans" (pp. 190-91) ; instead, his next journey will be to metropolitan
France, thanks to a scholarship. Virassamy"s second novel Ne crachez pas sur Sangaré Beaujour is the author of Et si la France gagnait la bataille de la mondialisation, a politico-economic essay which calls on France to draw on its strategic overseas presence in a globalized era. Should this come to pass, the global role of the Indian Diaspora community in France may be set to shift once again in the twenty-first century; indeed, India"s PIO policy would itself repay further analysis through a biopolitical framework.
* * *
Le Petit Coolie noir presents a child who is struggling against the cultural consequences of centuries of biopolitical control which still shape and go some way to "explaining" his status in the ethnoclass hierarchy, the racism he encounters and the frequent dehumanizing taunts of coolie mangé chien. His situation has not been made any easier by métissage -Antillean society remains conditioned to react to him with hostility.
Confiant"s literary aspirations in La Panse du chacal for a new all-encompassing inclusive Creole identity thus appear too simplistic; Virassamy"s text provides multiple examples of Caribbean Creole societies taking a markedly less positive view of racial difference. However, by depicting the biopolitical mechanisms which have created French Caribbean society, both texts succeed in casting light on the situation of the coolies and begin to carve out an important space for them in literary discourse.
